







Intellectual history and literary studies of Meiji Japan infer the significance of Confucianism, 
or, more specifically, the role of 朱子学 scholarship in the Tokugawa period that helped develop the 
modern intellectual foundations in Japan.  However, no study of these fields has as yet revealed 
which specific elements of the Confucian text study and/or teaching had helped develop 
intellectual foundations and in what specific way.  In fact, it was the study methods developed 
among the mid-to-late Tokugawa ‘empiricist’ Confucians that they deployed to investigate pre-Han 
texts, and the way it was taught at domain schools and private institutions (shijuku) that appeared 
to have been crucial in nurturing the scholarly habitus of the late-Tokugawa and early-Meiji 
intellectuals.
Text study methods that embraced meticulously detailed bibliographical and philological 
research, and the study of pre-Han language - words, grammatical rules, and phonetics peculiar to 
the ancient Chinese - for the better exegeses of classic texts, evolved in eighteenth-century Japan, 
particularly among Ken’en (Sorai) and Kogaku-ha scholars.  Amongst them, Yamanoi Kanae, 
Nemoto Bui, and Dazai Shundai, the Sorai disciples, and Ito Togai of Kogaku-ha were the key 
figures.
The late eighteenth century saw a substantial development of ‘empiricist’ Confucians in 
Japan, despite the regulations imposed by the Tokugawa Shogunate (such as the one so-called 
‘Kansei Prohibition of Heterodox Learning’).  They methodologically owe a great deal to Ken'en 
and Kogaku-ha methods, and also to the increasingly influential Ch’ing ‘empirisist’ scholarship 
( 清代考拠學 ) that saw a massive evolution in 乾隆 and 嘉慶 periods.  On the other hand, it was such 
a remarkable book as『七經孟子考文』compiled by Yamanoi and Nemoto (published in 1731) that 
decisively set the direction of Ch’ing China empiricism in the eighteenth century, so, it was indeed 
an intellectual interaction between the both sides of Japan Sea that enhanced scholarly 
Confucian studies in the Tokugawa period and the 
modern intellectual foundation 
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development in the era.  The Bakumatsu ‘empiricist’ Confucianism helped develop the scholarly 
foundations of such influential Meiji intellectuals as Kume Kunitake, Nishi Amane, and even 
Nakamura Masanao, usually considered a 朱子学者 , who played a critical role in their absorption 
of new knowledge.
The increase in book circulation in Tokugawa Japan, especially the massive increase in the 
proportion of imported Chinese Classics in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries were highly 
responsible for the methodological development as briefly sketched above.  For this reason, an 
intensive study of the ideas and literature prevailed in society in accordance with the expanding 
circulation of the book is of prime importance.
Though educational history studies, namely the voluminous works by Ishikawa Ken and 
Takeda Kanji, have uncovered study curricula employed in domain schools, and illustrated 
specific examples of instruction given by teaching staff in those schools, virtually no attention has 
been paid to what helped develop the ‘mode’ or habit of study that nurtured shared intellectual 
foundations.  Such Tokugawa texts as Dokusho Junjo written by Tanaka Chishu, a Kimon School 
Confucian and a delegated Confucian school instructor of the Domain of Isezaki, and Jugyo-hen 
by Emura Hokkai, a foremost ‘amalgamated school’ Confucian thinker of the eighteenth century, 
not only reveal school regulations and the texts used in schools but show in meticulous detail how 
the texts were to be studied, and how individual and group study was to be conducted, which must 
have been decisive in forming one’s intellectual habitus.  Educational methods revealed in the texts 
mentioned above were duly deployed in domain schools and shijuku, and that had surely been a 
factor that helped develop the academic foundation of the early-Meiji intellectuals, that made them 
an able entity capable of encountering the language and culture of the West.
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